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Yard-sticks
By Walter Mucklow
“Let the yard-stick dispute heraldic honors with the sword.”
— G. W. Curtis.

Usually each one of us, when passing through a crowded street,
pays scant attention to the multitude through which he threads
his way, yet sometimes one’s eye is caught by a figure, a feature, a
form, which compels attention, and one finds himself wondering
whence it came, whither it was going, what it was doing.
So it is with reading, for we live in the midst of a multitude of
books, many of which—too many perhaps—we glance at, or glide
through, without seeing one word, one sentence, which stands out
by itself and stays in our memory long after the book has been
finished, closed and placed on its shelf.
Recently one word gripped my attention in this manner; it
fastened itself to my brain like the limpet of the sea.
In the case of a striking individual, only too often is our interest
killed if we make inquiries; if we learn the answers to the questions
as to his, or her, origin, destination or occupation. So with
words: sometimes on tracing them back to their source, on study
ing their real or implied meanings, interest is killed and the
dictionary destroys our romance.
However, in this case, the dictionary stimulated thought, for I
found that the troublesome word—which was “yard-sticks”—
was quoted in a line from the pen of G. W. Curtis, which strength
ened and sharpened interest. That line appears at the head of
this article.
Is it not a forceful, yet wondrous graceful way of reminding us
that in our day and generation commerce has snatched from the
sword the direction of affairs, the conduct of the nations? This
question is based, not on the literal definition of a stick thirty-six
inches long but on the figurative meaning, which is “ a standard of
measurement in general.”
Modern research, modern study, modern excavations have
taught us much of ancient customs, of ancient buildings and of
ancient business; they have enabled us to tear rents in the curtain
which shrouded the azure mist of the past; to see something of
how people lived in millenniums gone by; to know something of
their customs and to guess some of their thoughts.
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We know that they traded, bought and sold, bargained and
bartered, planned and built, wrote and recorded. To do these
things they must have had standards—standards of length, of
area and of content—but we find that those standards varied
and that no uniformity existed throughout the then known
world, comparatively small as it may seem to us.
The archaeologist, the metrologist, tells us that the digit, the
palm, the cubit, were used thousands of years before our era.
We can see the merchants trading their cloths, their silks, their
hides, cubit by cubit; the land agents selling their city lots, “so
many cubits on the street by so many cubits deep.”
If our memories run back to school days we remember we
were taught that a cubit was the distance from a man’s elbow to
his thumbnail; that, originally, an inch was the width of a man’s
finger, four of which made a palm, and that a “foot” was the
length of a man’s foot, while legend claimed that a yard was the
length of a King’s arm.
We are not now concerned with determining which was the first
measure—that is a question to be settled by metrologists in the
schools. We are concerned with the fact that there were many
different cubits, varying from seventeen inches to twenty inches;
there were dozens of different feet varying from nine inches in
Wales to twenty inches in Piedmont, while there is still in use
more than one yard.
Each country, almost each district, had its standard, and
cubits and feet varied. As commerce extended, as competition
became keener, some definite standard became necessary, and
each country set up and maintained its own standards—the Jews,
the Greeks, the Romans had their standard measures carefully
guarded, as were those of England at Winchester and, later, at
Westminster, and today no possessions are more carefully guarded
by our governments than are the standard weights and measures.
As commerce developed, uniformity became necessary, but real
uniformity came slowly. For example, in England the old “wine
gallon” weighing 8 lbs. was in force up to 1824, when the present
imperial gallon of 10 lbs. became legal; and as a result the stand
ard gallon in the United States is still that of the old wine gallon
which was in use before 1776.
Today the variations permitted from the legal standards are so
small that instruments of precision are required to measure
them.
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Accountancy has grown side by side, hand in hand, with com
merce, and as commercial standards have become uniform and
standardized, so in some respects and in some measure have the
requirements surrounding and extending from accountancy.
Not only does the manufacturer require a definite standard by
which to measure each yard of cloth he produces, but the manager
needs, and is now beginning to demand, a standard by which to
measure the results he achieves—that is to say he, too, calls for a
yard-stick.
Who, then, is to provide him with this necessity? Who can do
it but the accountant; and, further still, who else can so well teach
him how to select the right yard-stick and how to use it aright when
he has it?
No longer are wars waged because one monarch dislikes the
manners or the speech of another, or because they use not the
same liturgy; they are waged to control business, to provide for
expansion. Commerce controls conflicts. Indeed, the yard
stick does dispute heraldic honors with the sword and gets the
better of the argument.
Surely this places upon us accountants a responsibility unknown
in former days, and one far beyond the vision of the early Italians,
or Dutch, or of the English Gough, Oldcastle or Snell.
We do not, like the agriculturalist, turn the sword into a plough
share, but instead of the sword in the hands of the warrior we
should fashion and place in the hands of the trader a staff on
which he may lean with reliance—one which will enable him to
pick in safety his course among the pitfalls which surround him.
Sometimes I wonder if we are alive to both our duties and our
opportunities. The former we assume when we undertake to
act as advisors, the latter are offered to us when our clients repose
their confidence in us.
We can offer yard-sticks to measure many things. By means of
comparative statements we may measure the present perform
ances against those of the past. By means of ratios and the
accumulated results of other similar businesses we may measure
the results obtained by one with those obtained by another.
This means the drawing of comparisons which Dogberry tells
us are arduous—they are also dangerous and need skill in the
handling.
Is it too fanciful to employ another warlike simile and say that
the accountant resembles the armorer of old who fashioned for
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his customers weapons of defense and of offense? He first ac
quired his skill by labor and then helped his patron choose that
particular accoutrement which was best suited for his purpose.
Had Don Quixote consulted his armorer, he would not have
been furnished with a lance with which to fight a windmill but
probably would have had the nearest approach to T. N. T. which
was then available.
But the accountant goes further than the armorer, for he not
only forges and selects the weapon but teaches its proper use.
I do not write these words with the presumptuous idea of
teaching my professional brethren how these ends are to be ac
complished but, rather, my purpose is to cause them to ask them
selves, as I now ask them, are we as a profession living up to our
responsibilities and our privileges?
If even one or two readers, especially if they be of the younger
generation, be led to put to themselves these questions and to
answer them honestly, this space will not have been wasted and
my time will have been well spent.
Obviously two things are essential: personal study and pro
fessional cooperation. I am sufficiently optimistic to believe that
the accountant of today, in very many cases, does really study—
he not only reads and crams for examinations but reads and thinks
for the raising of his standards.
I am not so sure that our societies are doing nearly all they
could to gather the information which is necessary and can
not be assembled by the individual practitioner who is prac
tising alone.
A very few words on one more yard-stick and I have finished.
What shall the accountant use for his own yard-stick against
which to measure his own aims and achievements? Each one of
us, whether he be a follower of Abraham, of Confucius, of Buddha,
of Jesus, of Mahomet, has some standard, some example. Is it
to be the piled-up dollars, the clean reputation, the task well
done, the constant searching for and preaching of the truth, the
keeping of the old-fashioned but still “Golden” Rule?
Again, if the physical yard-sticks are kept so carefully, are
guarded so jealously by our governments, should we be less care
ful, less jealous of maintaining those standards by which our very
lives are judged?
These questions each must answer for himself. None can do
it for him.
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